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Visualising the sites and monuments of Islamic pilgrimage
D a v i d  J .  R o x b u r g h

The !irst House of God to be set up for men was at Bakkah [Mecca] the blessed,

a guidance for the people of the world.

It contains clear signs, and the spot where Abraham had stood.

And anyone who enters it will !ind security.

And whosoever can afford should visit the House on a pilgrimage as duty to God.

(Qur’an 3:96–97). 1

The greatest share of visual representations of holy sites in the Islamic lands is accorded to Mecca.2 As Islam’s 

sacred direction, Mecca is the focal point and required physical orientation (qibla) of canonical prayer (salat), 

of buildings of worship, of the deceased who lie buried in their graves, and the destination of obligatory 

pilgrimage (Hajj and >umra).3 Medina – the burial place of the Prophet Muhammad (d. 632) – and Jerusalem 

– qibla from 610–623, but charged with many other historical and cultural meanings – are close followers 

in frequency of visual depiction: the three cities are often con!igured, in various permutations, to provide 

visualisations, optical aides-memoires of places visited, or perhaps of things never seen. While Medina was 

important for its historical role as the cradle of Islam, !irst home to a nascent Muslim community (umma) after 

the ‘flight’ (hijra) from Mecca in 622, its status was enhanced through the burials of the Prophet Muhammad, 

his daughter Fatima, and the !irst two caliphs Abu Bakr and >Umar in the tomb of the mosque of the Prophet 

Muhammad. Their burials vouchsafed the future of the mosque as a locus of visitation and veneration. Jeru-

salem, by contrast, was closer to Mecca in cosmological and eschatological signi!icance: both cities carried 

associations spanning the arc of time from the very moment of God’s Creation until the end of days and Last 

Judgment.4 Each of the three cities, Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem, !igures prominently amid a corpus of visual 

representations that was made in a variety of two-dimensional formats, pictorial modes, and media. Despite 

stylistic or formal differences of different scales, a consistent means of representation was developed and 

applied to the depiction of Islam’s holiest places, rendering these sites an iconic immediacy and making ‘the 

centre out there’ present to the viewer, wherever, or however distant, he or she might be.5

The practice of representing sacred topographies was not limited to Mecca, Medina, and Jeru-

salem. From the early medieval period, architecture marking the burial sites of descendants of the Prophet 

Muhammad, religious leaders, or saintly persons (whose conduct in life offered the living suitable exemplars 

and hence a means of shaping and improving personal moral conduct), began to populate the urban and extra-

urban landscapes of the Islamic lands, while other structures commemorated the occurrence of events associ-

ated with those persons, their deeds or miracles (karamat), or the simple fact of their now distant historical 

presence at the place.6 Such sites, termed ‘place of witnessing’ (mashhad) – as perpetual memorials marking 

permanent physical presence through bodily remains or evanescent presences and actions – became loci for 

the expression of forms of piety outside the strictest orthopraxy of Sunni Islam, and engendered a form of 
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pilgrimage termed ‘visitation’ (ziyara).7 The content of one scroll, signed by Sayyid Muhammad Chishti and 

dated 1787–88, reflects the personal piety and beliefs of its recipient by including not only images of Mecca 

but also of Medina, Jerusalem, and Najaf among other places (cat. no. 11). Najaf is the location of the shrine of 

>Ali ibn Abi Talib (d. 661), one of the most important centres for Shi>i pilgrims. The scroll may thus be seen 

to document a group of shrines visited in ziyara, non-obligatory visits to Medina and Jerusalem – which were 

often combined with the obligatory pilgrimage (Hajj) – as well as the Hajj itself to Mecca. Another scroll dated 

1522, lacking any images, is an attestation of visitation (ziyaratnama) to Mashhad, location of the shrine of the 

eighth Shi>i imam, >Ali Riza (d. 818), visited by Shi>is and other Muslims alike (cat. no. 4).8 Though later in 

date, these works on paper reflect a process that had been in the making since the medieval period: that is, the 

steady and ineluctable expansion of holy sites across the Islamic lands that made local landscapes share some 

of the sacred attributes of Islam’s most holy cities.

The paper scroll was one of the most common portable artefacts of pilgrimage and a large number 

include either hand-drawn, or block-printed, and coloured images of Mecca, Medina, and, less frequently, Jeru-

salem. The practice is known through material evidence datable to the late eleventh century but it continued 

into the early modern era.9 Texts written on the scrolls indicate that many examples were made as legal evidence 

of pilgrimage by proxy, where an individual who had already performed pilgrimage to ful!il their personal reli-

gious obligation would undertake the pilgrimage on behalf of a living or deceased person, commissioned to do 

so by either the individual or a family member. The majority of intact scrolls present images of the sacred topog-

raphies of Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem oriented vertically down the length of the scroll so that each image 

would be legible as an expansive column from a single vantage point (as distinct from each site being represented 

perpendicular to the unfolding horizontal expanse of the scroll to form a series of adjacent picture cells). Less 

commonly, scrolls depict pilgrim itineraries in more expansive terms – of the sort frequently narrated in written 

sources – and include the multiple sites visited en route to Mecca and on the journey home (cat. no. 11).10

Though post-medieval scrolls often register physical changes to the built environment of Mecca, its 

sacred precinct (al-Masjid al-Haram), and environs (Mount Arafat, Muzdalifa, and Mina), the visual conven-

tions of their images can be traced to the corpus of medieval examples with which they share several tenden-

cies. The schematic nature of these diagrams conjures a dense matrix of information through line drawing 

and flat !ields of opaque watercolour or washes of pigment. The information includes the relative size and 

spatial interrelation of three-dimensional architectural structures or site markers built low to the ground, 

function, and points of entry and exit. Plan views are combined with elevations in seamless harmonies that 

make sense as totalities – as uni!ied images – but that equally implicate the beholder in a series of cognitive 

movements by which he or she adopts various perspectives in relation to what is shown through the image. 

The diagram actually permits multiple points of imaginary entrance and internal movement that would be 

constrained in other visual modes, such as the perspectival view or the bird’s eye topographic view.

In one scroll, dated 3 March 1778, Mecca’s Masjid al-Haram is con!igured as a bounded space, a perim-

eter constructed as a rectangle of porticoes of alternating red and black archways surmounted by domes and 

AGA_KHAN_BOLUM01.indd   34 31.10.2011   22:02



T
R

E
A

S
U

R
E

S
 O

F
 T

H
E

 A
G

A
 K

H
A

N
 M

U
S

E
U

M

35

opened through nineteen doors, each one labelled with its name (e.g. Bab al-salam, Bab al-nabi; see cat. no. 

7). The doors project outward from the line of the porticoes, the number of their openings ranging from one 

to !ive. Each portico is represented as one would see it from its respective approach, the four porticoes folded 

inward toward the central space. Here we see the seven minarets, which encircle the perimeter wall, also 

flattened onto the central !ield but shown in such a manner as to convey multiple perspectives of vision. The 

Ka>ba stands slightly off-axis as a black cube in the centre !ield, its black stone (al-hajar al-aswad), door (bab 

al-Ka>ba), water spout (mizab al-rahma), and black textile covering (kiswa) with its embroidered gold band 

(hizam) clearly demarcated. As in other images, the Ka>ba is visualised through its northeast façade as one 

would see it entering the haram from the Bab al-salam, also named Bab al-Shayba, the most common point 

of entry to the ‘space of circumambulation’ (mataf) (!ig. 4). A nearly completed circle encloses the Ka>ba to 

mark the mataf, denoting the space and practice of circumambulation, while a small semi-circle (al-hatim) 

immediately adjacent to the Ka>ba marks the burial site (al-hijr) of Hajar and Isma>il.11 (Many other prophets 

are believed to have been buried in the vicinity of the Ka>ba.) Spreading out beyond this constellation of build-

ings and site markers is a series of covered, freestanding structures (maqam) identi!ied with Abraham and the 

schools of Islamic law, the ‘Well of Zamzam’ (bi<r Zamzam), a moveable wooden staircase (madraj) used to 

access the elevated door of the Ka>ba, and an outdoor pulpit (minbar).12 The maqam Ibrahim was believed to 

protect a stone where Abraham had stood – leaving the traces of his footprints (qadam) behind him – during 

the construction of the Ka>ba.

A second image of Mecca’s Masjid al-Haram, possibly a fragment from a once longer pilgrimage scroll 

(the lower section depicts the ‘trotting space’ [mas>a] between the hillocks of al-Safa and al-Marwa, making it 

comparable to medieval examples), highlights the shared visual conventions used by artists in the eighteenth 

century (cat. no. 8).13 It differs from the 1778 scroll by its overall attempt to enhance the visual order of the 

sacred precinct: here the minarets occupy their correct positions in relation to the perimeter wall (now shown 

as three layers of arcades folded inward), but are arranged parallel to it. This de-clutters the central !ield in 

which the Ka>ba, while not exactly central, has been moved towards the intersection of imaginary horizontal 

and vertical axes and is framed by a complete circular mataf rendered in grey pigment and linked to a network 

of pathways that radiate outward. Other elements of the 1778 scroll are found in the same positions here. By 

suggesting a more evident geometric model for organising the components of the Masjid al-Haram, cat. no. 

8 invokes the longstanding manuscript tradition of the qibla chart and map.14 One of the functions of these 

images, which appear in manuscripts from the eleventh and twelfth centuries onward, was to demonstrate the 

Ka>ba’s privileged position within a sacred geography as axis mundi, its walls related to sectors of the inhabited 

earth, its corners (arkan) roughly oriented toward the points of the compass and one axis aligned with the 

rising of Canopus, and the terrestrial point where a vertical axis extended to the heavens and the Ka>ba’s heav-

enly parallel, ‘The Frequented House’ (Bayt al-ma>mur), which was set below God’s throne (>arsh).15

In their original form scrolls cat. nos 7 and 8 might have included depictions of other sites near 

Mecca or those in Medina and Jerusalem. Whether or not that is the case, another form of object – the 
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Figure 1. Mecca: view 
of the Masjid al-haram 
and surroundings, 
early twentieth 
century. Courtesy of 
Documentation Centre, 
Aga Khan Program for 
Islamic Architecture, Fine 
Arts Library, Harvard 
University. 

Figure 2. Medina: view 
of the Masjid al-Nabawi 
(Mosque of the Prophet) 
and pilgrims’ tents outside 
the walls. Photograph 
by Muhammad Sadiq, 
c. 1890. Courtesy of 
Aga Khan Program for 
Islamic Architecture and 
Special Collections, Fine 
Arts Library, Harvard 
University.

underglaze-painted ceramic tile – testi!ies to the autonomy of the Masjid al-Haram as a stand-alone image 

that could be fashioned as a multiple, portable object (cat. no. 9). Many examples are extant today in religious 

buildings, where they are set into the walls marking qibla, or are assumed to have come from such contexts.16 

Placed in such a position, the Meccan image offered a tangible representation of the distant sacred centre as 

qibla. The tiles present polychrome maps of the Masjid al-Haram, identifying the Ka>ba and key commemo-

rative sites in its immediate proximity through image and text in the form of labels deftly rendered in naskh 

script that secure the correct identi!ication of their visual adjuncts. In cat. no. 9, the holy image is set beneath 

a text composed of two verses from the Qur’an, 3:96–97 – lacking the !inal line of verse ninety-seven – which 

describe the Ka>ba as the ‘!irst house’ (awwal bayt) set up on earth, a place of ‘clear signs’ (!ihi ayat bayyinat), 

and the ‘spot’ where Abraham stood (maqam Ibrahim). Though the verses infer the origin of the !irst ‘House 

of God’ in the time of Adam, Abraham’s role as rebuilder of the Ka>ba is introduced by reference to the ‘spot’ 

where he stood. This also infers a forward temporal connection to the Prophet Muhammad who, like Abraham 

before him, restored the primordial monotheism of the Ka>ba by removing traces of polytheism.

The Qur’anic verses merely secure a reading of the ceramic tile that obtains to all other related 

diagrammatic representations of Mecca, regardless of their medium of execution. The site is a constellation 

of ‘signs’ (ayat) that can also be understood as marks, wonders, or miracles, an ontological status that extends 

equally to the ‘verses’ (ayat) of the Qur’an. Regardless of their speci!ic materiality or historicity – for they were 

changed and replaced over time, a fact frequently acknowledged in descriptions of Mecca – the architec-

tural elements and other objects of the haram marked events from a prophetic history that culminated in the 

actions and mission of the Prophet Muhammad and whose signi!icance was secured in the rites of pilgrimage 

he established in the ‘Farewell Pilgrimage’ of 632.17 The images place emphasis on the host of markers to form 

a visual catalogue of the holy that one might visit in the itinerary of either a physical or mental pilgrimage.

A key dimension of these images relates to their temporal implications, especially when one considers 

the history of changes made to the physical environments of Mecca and Medina and dramatised through the 

new technology of photography in the nineteenth century and after (!igs 1–5). Images of the Masjid al-Haram 

1 2
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in Mecca created between the medieval and early modern periods often register changes made to the site 

through expansion and new construction, but these are minimal, and mostly peripheral, in comparison to 

continuities of position and morphology that stress an eternal temporal order. The importance of the archi-

tectural elements of the Ka>ba, and the Masjid al-Haram in its totality, did not lie in their historical fabric, their 

historical materiality, but in their capacity to mark and commemorate sacred loci associated with events in the 

timetable of creation, across the history of prophecy from Adam to Muhammad.

The same function is reflected in images of the Masjid al-Haram: their intended purpose was not a 

factual presentation of everything one might see, though this aspect may have been developed and pronounced 

in special cases and shaped by political desires.18 Rather, the images stress morphological continuity in their 

pictorial renditions of the Ka>ba – comprising a cubic form articulated by an elevated doorway, water spout, 

black stone, and textile covering – as well as the mataf, al-hijr, al-hatim, the ‘Well of Zamzam’, maqam Ibrahim, 

and other structures. Each element had a chronological anchor, whether in the time of Abraham (and Hajar 

and Isma>il), or the Prophet Muhammad. While the black stone was intimately linked to Adam, Abraham 

and Muhammad, for example, the doorway and its textile covering – a curtain (sitara) – were particularly 

resonant of the history of the Ka>ba from the Prophet Muhammad’s time onward. The locations of these 

elements were preserved over time despite being adapted or substituted. In reality, the black stone was the 

most constant element of the Ka>ba, there since the inception of the ‘House of God’ – God sent the stone to 

Adam – preserved in Mount Abu Qubays east of Mecca at the time of the flood, restored to its place at the time 

of Abraham and Isma>il’s rebuilding, and later reinstalled by the Prophet Muhammad.19 Other elements such 

as the kiswa, mizab, and sitara were frequently replaced, often annually, and were given as gifts to the shrine 

(cat. no. 6), though the Ka>ba is always depicted veiled in its black kiswa (!ig. 5).20 Once these furnishings had 

served their purpose, the objects were maintained as relics and sometimes cut apart and distributed.

Images of Islam’s holy cities appeared in other contexts, particularly books of various topics related, 

or unrelated, to pilgrimage. The Ka>ba appears as a setting in a number of poetic works and histories (cat. 

no. 5). One of the most frequently illustrated manuscripts was the Futuh al-haramayn (‘Description of the 

Figure 4. Mecca: view of 
the Ka>ba and the court of 
the Great Mosque during 
prayer from the 
Bab al-salam. Photograph 
by Muhammad Sadiq, 1880 
or 1881. Courtesy of Aga 
Khan Program for Islamic 
Architecture and Special 
Collections, Fine Arts 
Library, Harvard  
University.

Figure 5. The Ka>ba, c.  
1910. G. Eric and Ruth 
Matson Photograph 
Collection, negative no. 
12961-13944. Library 
of Congress, Prints & 
Photographs Division; 
image in the public domain.

Figure 3. Jerusalem: the 
Dome of the Rock and 
the Dome of the Chain. 
Photograph by M.J. 
Diness, 1859 or 1860. 
Courtesy of Aga Khan 
Program for Islamic 
Architecture and 
Special Collections, Fine 
Arts Library, Harvard 
University. 
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[two] holy sanctuaries’) by Muhyi Lari (d. 1526 or 1527), completed in 1506, a Persian-verse guide for pilgrims 

making the Hajj, that included instructions on the places to visit, prayers to be made, and other rituals to 

be performed. Illustrations to the Futuh al-haramayn include the sites in Mecca and its hinterland as well as 

Medina. Dedicated to the ruler of Gujarat, Muzaffar ibn Mahmud Shah, Muhyi Lari’s text proliferated from 

the late sixteenth century onward.21 While images in the Futuh al-haramayn are closely related to the pictorial 

modes and models found in pilgrimage certi!icates, new ways of representing Mecca and Medina appeared in 

another widely copied and disseminated book, the Dala<il al-khayrat (‘Ways of edi!ication’), by Muhammad 

ibn Sulayman al-Jazuli. Completed before his death in 1465, al-Jazuli’s book presents prayers, a host of devo-

tional materials related to the Prophet Muhammad, and a description of his tomb in Medina.

The most frequent practice of illustrating the Dala<il al-khayrat consisted of a double-page image pairing 

the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina with the Masjid al-Haram in Mecca (cat. nos 1-3). Various modes of repre-

sentation were employed to portray the two holy sites and these coexisted over time. In one mode, Mecca’s Masjid 

al-Haram and Medina’s Mosque of the Prophet Muhammad are shown in a schematic form reminiscent of the 

pilgrimage scrolls, with architecture shown in simultaneous plan and elevation views to produce a uni!ied !ield, 

but subject to a level of abstraction that dispenses with relative scale (cat. no. 2). The tomb, marked by three 

cenotaphs, is wildly out of proportion to the covered mosque space adjacent to it, and for reasons that are obvious 

enough. The entire surface of the page is covered to form a brightly coloured and patterned surface, another form 

of abstraction intended, presumably, to connote sacrality by a literal form of illumination. In another mode, the 

holy cities are shown in bird’s eye views, topographic images that position the sacred sites in relation to a wider 

urban environment and the landscapes beyond (cat. no. 1).22 Each image strikes a balance between a shorthand 

rendition of the monument and the articulation of its unique and important elements. In effect, these images are 

more closely related to portraits in the form of visualisation that they offer to beholders.

Despite the fact that little is known at present about the speci!ic function, or contemporary recep-

tion, of images of Islam’s holy sites, some deductions can be made from their visual forms. Context helps to 

elucidate cultural meanings and possible uses for images found in books or tiles marking qibla, suggesting their 

role as devotional tools. For the pilgrimage scrolls, examples from the Ayyubid, Seljuq, and Mamluk periods 

are predominantly records of pilgrimages by proxy and served an evidentiary role that the religious obligation 

of pilgrimage had been met. Other scrolls were presumably acquired by pilgrims in Mecca at the conclusion 

of their pilgrimage and kept as personal mementos or tokens.23 Whether the scrolls were inherently private 

objects or had a display aspect cannot be ascertained. Despite their important differences, however, the effect 

of images of Mecca, Medina and other holy sites is to transform geography into religious topography, to 

present pilgrimage spaces through their symbolic structures, and, in effect, to authenticate a set of religious 

practices and beliefs. Such images possessed the double function of serving as adjuncts to lived experiences 

– activating memories of the mind and movements of the body – and enabling imaginary journeys. They are 

the visual constructions of sacred spaces that employ a number of techniques – aggregations of boundaries, 

thresholds, markers, and coordinates – to orient their beholder in the perpetual time and space of the holy.
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1  Trans. Ahmed Ali, Al-Qur<an: A Contemporary Translation (Princeton: 
University Press, 1984), p. 61.

2  A useful presentation of the varied contexts in which representations 
of the Ka>ba appear is Richard Ettinghausen, ‘Die bildliche Darstel-
lung der Ka>ba im islamischen Kulturkreis’, Zeitschrift der Deutschen 
Morgenländischen Gesellschaft, 12 (1933), pp. 111–137.

3  Hajj and >umra are generally differentiated as ‘major’ and ‘minor’ pilgrim-
ages, respectively. While >umra could take place at any time in the Islamic 
calendar, the Hajj occurred between 8 and 13 Dhu’l-Hijja. For the rites asso-
ciated with each, see Richard C. Martin, ‘Muslim Pilgrimage’, in Mircea 
Eliade (ed.), The Encyclopedia of Religion (16 vols) (New York: Macmillan, 
1987), vol. 11, pp. 338–346. Orientation to qibla de!ines several other aspects 
of ritual life. See Arnet Jan Wensinck, ‘Kibla: Ritual and Legal Aspects’, in 
The Encyclopaedia of Islam, second ed., vol. 5 (Leiden: Brill, 1986), pp. 82–83.

4  On the relation between Jerusalem and Mecca, and their frequent 
symmetries, see Heribert Busse, ‘The Sanctity of Jerusalem in Islam’, 
Judaism, 17/4 (1968), pp. 149–182. The construction of Jerusalem’s 
sanctity picked up pace in the Crusader era as an impetus to enjoin 
Muslims in a counter-Crusade. See Emmanuel Sivan, ‘Le caractère 
de Jerusalem dans l’Islam aux XIIe-XIIIe siècles’, Studia Islamica, 27 
(1967), pp. 149–182; and Amikam Elad, Medieval Jerusalem and Islamic 
Worship: Holy Places, Ceremonies, Pilgrimage (Leiden: Brill, 1999), p. 
15. Traditions linking Jerusalem to Mecca are summarised in David J. 
Roxburgh, ‘Pilgrimage City’, in Salma K. Jayyusi (ed.), The City in the 
Islamic World (2 vols) (Leiden: Brill, 2008), vol. 2, pp. 753–774, espe-
cially p. 756.

5  See Victor Turner, ‘The Center Out There: Pilgrim’s Goal’, History of 
Religions, 12/1 (1972), pp. 191–230.

6  Among many examples one can mention the Shrine of the Footprint of 
>Ali northwest of Kashan, Iran. A lustre tile dated 1311–12 records and 
visualises a dream of Sayyid Fakhr al-Din Hasan al-Tabari. In the dream, 
the sayyid met >Ali ibn Abi Talib and was instructed to build a shrine as a 
pilgrimage site. The tile depicts the footprints of a horse and camel, which 
stood outside the entrance of a tent where the sayyid met >Ali. Many other 
examples – portable objects of ceramic and paper – visualize footprints, the 
traces of real presences (also see cat. no. 12), while several shrines contain 
the physical imprints of footprints. For the tile, see Linda Komaroff and 
Stefano Carboni (eds), The Legacy of Genghis Khan: Courtly Art and Culture 
in Western Asia, 1256–1353 (New York/New Haven: Metropolitan Museum 
of Art and Yale University Press, 2002), cat. nos 119–120.

7  Types of mashhad are often distinguished as sites of burial and/or 
martyrdom and sites that are by nature a virtual ‘visual memorial’ 
(mashhad ru<ya). The single term ziyara belies a complex and variegated 
historical and religious phenomenon. Some recent studies that give 
welcome texture to this complexity include Christopher S. Taylor, In 
the Vicinity of the Righteous: Ziyara and the Veneration of Muslim Saints 
in Late Medieval Egypt (Leiden: Brill, 1999); Josef M. Meri, The Cult of 
Saints among Muslims and Jews in Medieval Syria (Oxford: University 
Press, 2002); and Daniella Talmon-Heller, Islamic Piety in Medieval 
Syria: Mosques, Cemeteries and Sermons under the Zangids and Ayyu-
bids (1146-1260) (Leiden: Brill, 2007). Taylor’s book carefully explores 
debates between religious leaders on the legitimacy of ziyara and the 
key concept of human intercession between God and the individual 
Muslim.

8  For a history of the shrine at Mashhad, see May Farhat, Displaying Piety: 
The Shrine of Imam >Ali al-Rida in Mashhad under the Safavids, unpub-
lished Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 2002.

9  The pilgrimage scrolls are discussed in Janine Sourdel-Thomine and 
Dominique Sourdel, ‘Nouveaux documents sur l’histoire religieuse et 
sociale de Damas au moyen age’, Revue des Etudes Islamiques, 33 (1964), 
pp. 1–25; idem, ‘Une collection médiévale de certi!icats de pèlerinage 

à la Mekke conserves à Istanbul: Les actes de la période seljoukide et 
bouride (jusqu’à 549/1194)’, in Janine Sourdel-Thomine (ed.), Etudes 
médiévales et patrimoine turc (Paris: Éditions du Centre national de 
la recherche scienti!ique, 1983), pp. 167–273; "ule Aksoy and Rachel 
Milstein, ‘A Collection of Thirteenth-Century Illustrated Hajj Certif-
icates’, in Irvin Cemil Schick (ed.), M. U"ur Derman: 65 Ya# Arma"an 
(Istanbul: Sabanci Üniversitesi, 2000), pp. 101–134; and Roxburgh, 
‘Pilgrimage City’.

10  The most comprehensive recollection of pilgrimages made to Islamic 
(and Christian and Jewish) sacred sites is the Kitab al-isharat ila ma>rifat 
al-ziyarat by >Ali ibn Abi Bakr al-Harawi (d. 1215). For translation and 
commentary, see Josef W. Meri, A Lonely Wayfarer’s Guide to Pilgrimage: 
>Ali ibn Abi Bakr al-Harawi’s Kitab al-Isharat ila Ma>rifat al-Ziyarat (Prin-
ceton: Darwin Press, 2004).

11  After being abandoned in Mecca by Abraham, Hajar attempted to !ind 
water for her infant son Isma>il by running between the hillocks of 
al-Safa and al-Marwa, recollected in the mas>a of the pilgrimage rites, 
while Isma>il himself uncovered the ‘Well of Zamzam’. At a later time, 
Isma>il helped his father Abraham to build the Ka>ba. See Rudi Paret, 
‘Isma>il’, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, second ed, vol. 4 (Leiden: Brill, 
1978), p. 184.

12  Three maqams are identi!ied with the Hanbali, Maliki, and Hana!i 
schools of law. The Sha!i>is used the Zamzam building.

13  Medieval certi!icates regularly include images of the Meccan Masjid 
al-Haram, the mas>a between al-Safa and al-Marwa, Mount Arafat, 
Muzdalifa, and Mina, as well as the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina, 
and the Haram al-sharif in Jerusalem. For reproductions and line draw-
ings, see Aksoy and Milstein, ‘Thirteenth-Century Illustrated Hajj 
Certi!icates’; and Roxburgh, ‘Pilgrimage City’.

14  See David A. King and Richard P. Lorch, ‘Qibla Charts, Qibla Maps, 
and Related Instruments’, in J. B. Harley and David Woodward (eds), 
The History of Cartography, vol. 2, book 1, Cartography in the Tradi-
tional Islamic and South Asian Societies (Chicago/London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1992), pp. 189–205.

15  This and many other aspects of the Ka>ba, as well as stories related 
to it, are developed in the qisas al-anbiya< (‘stories of the prophets’) 
genre. For example, see Abu Ishaq Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn 
Ibrahim al-Tha>labi, >Ara<is al-Majalis !i Qisas al-Anbiya< or “Lives of the 
Prophets”, trans. and annotated by William M. Brinner (Leiden: Brill, 
2002), esp. pp. 27, 60, 99, 139–141, 143–144, and 145–154. Al-Tha>labi 
died in 1035.

16  See the closely related examples in the Victoria & Albert Museum, 
London (Tim Stanley, Palace and Mosque: Islamic Art from the Middle 
East [London: Victoria & Albert Museum, 2004], p. 6, cat. no. 427-1900), 
and the al-Sabah Collection, Kuwait (Marilyn Jenkins [ed.], Islamic 
Art in the Kuwait National Museum: The Al-Sabah Collection [London: 
Sotheby, 1983], p. 122).

17  Al-Harawi’s description of the Masjid al-Haram and the Ka>ba notes 
successive rebuilding in the early historical period and often hazards 
the presentation of quantitative data such as the dimensions of key 
architectural elements. For example, see Meri, Lonely Wayfarer’s Guide 
to Pilgrimage, p. 238.

18  Such an example is an attestation of pilgrimage by proxy (hac vekalet-
namesi) commissioned by the Ottoman Sultan Süleyman for his 
deceased son "ehzade Mehmed. The scroll, dated 1544–45, includes 
a comprehensive set of depictions of Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem 
reflecting Mamluk and Ottoman renovations and additions to the 
architecture. See Emel Esin, ‘Un manuscrit illustré representante les 
sanctuaires de la Mecque et Medine et le dome du mi-radj à l’époque 
des sultans turcs Selim et Suleyman 1er (H. 982–74/1516–66)’, in Les 
provinces arabes et leurs sources documentaires à l’époque ottomane, 
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Comité international d’études pré-ottomanes et ottomanes, acts of the 5th 
symposium (Tunis: U.G.I.T., 1984), pp. 175–190.

19  For this history, see al-Tha>labi, >Ara<is al-Majalis, pp. 148–149. For a 
complete history of the Ka>ba, drawing on diverse primary sources, see 
A.J. Wensinck, ‘Ka>ba’, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam, second ed., vol. 4 
(Leiden: Brill, 1978), p. 317.

20  For the kiswa, see M. Gaudefroy-Demombynes, ‘Le voile de la Ka>ba’, 
Studia Islamica, 2 (1954), pp. 5–21. On the history of the mahmal – the 
pilgrim caravan instituted by the Mamluks that included the kiswa – 
see Jacques Jomier, Le mahmal et la caravane égyptienne des pèlerins de la 
Mecque, XIIIe-XXe siècles (Cairo: Institut français d’archéologie orientale 
du Caire, 1953).

21  A discussion of the illustrated manuscripts is presented by Rachel 
Milstein, ‘Futuh-i Haramayn: Sixteenth-Century Illustrations of the 
Hajj Route’, in David J. Wasserstein and Ami Ayalon (eds), Mamluks 
and Ottomans: Studies in Honour of Michael Winter (London/New York: 
Routledge, 2006), pp. 166–194.

22  A history of topographic views and their possible sources is presented 
by J.M. Rogers, ‘Itineraries and Town Views in Ottoman Histories’, in 
Harley and Woodward (eds), The History of Cartography, pp. 228–251.

23  In Mecca in 1853, Richard Burton witnessed Indian artists making 
images for pilgrims. See Richard Francis Burton, Personal Narrative of 
a Pilgrimage to Al-Madinah and Meccah (2 vols) (London: Tylston and 
Edwards, 1893), vol. 1, p. 341. Another kind of image-bearing object 
included printed sheets of paper. A metal plaque in the Walters Art 
Museum, Baltimore (cat. 54.51), dated to the eighteenth century, is 
engraved with Qur’anic verses, prayers, and invocations to God and 
the Prophet Muhammad set around two images of al-Masjid al-Haram 
in Mecca and the Mosque of the Prophet Muhammad in Medina. The 
content of the texts suggests a talismanic function for the printed 
image.
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Folios 13v–14r from a manuscript of the Dal!<il al-khayr!t 
(‘Guidelines to Blessings’) of Mu$ammad ibn Sulaym!n al-Jaz"l#
Turkey; dated 25 Jumada<l-Ula 1207/8 January 1793
Ink, opaque watercolour and gold on paper
Manuscript: 15.4 x 10.7 x 1.7 cm
AKM 382

Publ: A. Welch 1978b, p. 136; AKTC 2007a, p. 53 (no. 26); AKTC 2007b, p. 58 (no. 26); 
AKTC 2009a, pp. 60–61 (no. 28); AKTC 2009b, pp. 60–61 (no. 28); AKTC 2010a, p. 
63 (no. 29)

1 DOUBLE-PAGE COMPOSITION SHOWING MECCA AND MEDINA 

The text of this manuscript, fully titled Dala<il al-khay-
rat wa-shawariq al-anwar !i dhikr al-salat >ala‘l-nabi al-
mukhtar (‘Guidelines to the Blessings and the Shining of 
Lights, Giving the Saying of the Blessing Prayer over the 
Chosen Prophet’) is a compendium, in Arabic, of prayers 
and other devotional materials for the Prophet Muham-
mad, including the noble names (al-asma< al-sharifa) and 
epithets of the Prophet and a description of his tomb in 
Medina. Although the !ifteenth-century author al-Jazuli 
originally came from a Berber tribe in southern Morocco, 
he is believed to have spent some years in Mecca and Me-
dina, eventually returning to North Africa where he stud-
ied in the Qarawiyyin library in Fez and gained renown 
as a Su!i spiritual leader. The fruit of his studies was this 
hugely popular text, essentially a manual for devotion to 
the Prophet, written in the years before his death in or 
around 1465. The devotional text has maintained its popu-
larity down the centuries, and, although not explicitly 
connected with pilgrimage, became associated with the 
Hajj (pilgrimage to the Ka>ba at Mecca), particularly dur-
ing the later Ottoman period in Turkey – from which date 
both this example and cat. no. 2. The text was also popu-
lar in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century North Africa 
(Wright 2009, pp. 43, 164; see cat. no. 3).

Like many manuscripts of this text, the volume is 
provided with two illustrations only, showing the sacred 
topographies of the Masjid al-Haram (the sanctuary sur-
rounding the Ka>ba at Mecca), and the Mosque of the 
Prophet at Medina. Other types of Ottoman prayer man-
ual might contain many more illustrations, including vari-
ous symbols of the Prophet and images of sacred relics (see 
Gruber 2009b for an example), but the Dala<il al-khayrat 
commonly contained only these two architectural com-
positions. The style of depiction employed in the present 
illustrations is typical of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-
century Ottoman topographical paintings, with its linear 
perspective and blocking in of the surrounding city: a very 
similar image of the Mosque at Medina can be seen in a 
manuscript of the Qur’an dated 1824 and held in Cairo 

(El-Basha 1988–89, p. 240), and a comparable pair of im-
ages can be seen in a manuscript of the Dala<il al-khayrat 
dated 1739 and held in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris 
(Ghabban 2010, p. 571). 

In the present manuscript, the Medina image shows 
the complex as it was before the renovations of Sultan 
>Abd al-Majid in the mid-nineteenth century, with the 
prominent Noble Dome over the tomb of Muhammad 
rendered in blue (in 1837 it was redecorated in green, which 
colour it retains today), and the palm tree of Fatima and 
the khazinat al-nabi (Treasury of the Prophet) standing in 
the centre of the courtyard (the former was moved in the 
nineteenth century, the latter destroyed). The golden light 
shown here emanating upwards from the Noble Dome is 
a widely recognised symbol of sanctity in images of the 
Mosque of the Prophet, some of which show the Noble 
Dome with a halo of flame (El-Basha 1988–89, p. 229).
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Folios 110v–111r from a manuscript of the Dal!<il al-khayr!t 
(‘Guidelines to Blessings’) of Mu$ammad ibn Sulaym!n al-Jaz"l#
Probably Turkey; dated Muharram 1233/November 1818
Ink, opaque watercolour and gold on paper; bound in lacquer with gilding
Manuscript: 13.7 x 8.5 x 2.6 cm
AKM 278

Publ: A. Welch 1978b, pp. 137–143; Falk 1985, p. 139 (no. 113); AKTC 2008a, pp. 82–83 
(no. 21)

As with cat. no. 1, the only illustrations contained in this 
early nineteenth-century manuscript of the Dala<il al-khay-
rat are a double-page pair of images of the sacred precincts 
of Mecca and Medina, although the present manuscript 
also has several pages of beautiful illumination. In some 
versions of this influential book the image of the Mosque 
of the Prophet at Medina was inserted into the text alone, 
following the description of the burial place of Muhammad 
and his two companions, but in illustrated manuscripts of 
the text from the second half of the eighteenth century on-
wards – particularly in Ottoman Turkey – the twinned im-
ages of Mecca and Medina came to be the standard imagery. 
Mecca is not, in fact, discussed in the Dala<il al-khayrat, 
although as the most important site in Islam its presence 
in these double-page compositions is hardly surprising 
(Witkam 2007, pp. 73–74; idem 2009, p. 30).

Although this manuscript, which was apparently ex-
ecuted for a patron called Muhammad >Adeni, was cre-
ated later than cat. no. 1, the manner in which the images 
of Mecca and Medina have been constructed, using both 
plan and elevation simultaneously, harks back to an ear-
lier, more schematic tradition of illustration that can be 
seen in countless Ottoman pilgrimage certi!icates (cat. 
nos 7 and 8), manuscript illustrations and ceramics (cat. 
no. 9) from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
This representational technique tends to give the effect 
of a decorative ‘flattening’ of the image against the page. 
Although they map out the two holy sites, these views are 
not intended for orientation in direct travel, but they al-
low the viewer to visualise and evoke these places in his 
or her mind’s eye. Identi!iable structures and features are 
shown from his or her most characteristic angles: in the 
Medina image on the left hand side, the three tombs of 
the Prophet and his companions, the Noble Dome above 
them, the minbar (an elevated platform for preaching, 
shown here as a right-angled triangle with pillars) and the 
Treasury of the Prophet are all depicted in clear elevation, 
while in the Mecca image the Ka>ba is clearly identi!iable 
in the centre of the Masjid al-Haram. 

Taken overall however, the images in this double-page 
composition dissolve into a series of highly decorative 
and brightly coloured !ields in a manner that is quite dif-
ferent from much Ottoman Turkish imagery, and seems 
to be related to manuscript illustration and illumination 
from Islamic India. While the rest of the manuscript is 
of a style and quality that could be attributed to Turkey, 
the markedly different character of these paintings may 
have arrived via the Ottoman Hijaz (the western part of 
present-day Saudi Arabia), where Indian painters were in-
volved in the manufacture of Hajj imagery (see cat. no. 7). 
This practice was attested by Richard Burton, who saw In-
dian artists at Mecca in 1853 who supported themselves by 
creating images of the sacred precinct for pilgrims (Burton 
1893, vol. I, p. 341). In this pair of images, minarets have 
been multiplied and turned into floral sprays; elaborate 
domes in pinks and blues grow like fantastic blooms on 
the encircling arcades, which have in turn become deco-
rative frames for the architectural images; and the date-
palm of Fatima has become an elegant, small-leafed tree. 
Two comparable pairs of images in manuscripts of the 
same text are illustrated in Vernoit 1997, p. 32 (attributed 
to Kashmir), and Witkam 2009, p. 32 (attributed to Kash-
mir or Gujarat).

2 DOUBLE-PAGE COMPOSITION SHOWING MECCA AND MEDINA 
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Folios 16v and 17r from a manuscript of the Dal!<il al-khayr!t 
(‘Guidelines to Blessings’) of Mu$ammad ibn Sulaym!n al-Jaz"l#
North Africa; probably nineteenth century
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Manuscript: 14.5 x 13 x 5.9 cm
AKM 535
Unpublished

Like cat. nos 1 and 2, this North African manuscript of 
the Dala<il al-Khayrat contains a double-page illustra-
tion of the holy sanctuaries at Mecca and Medina, but the 
representational style is markedly different from many 
of the topographical images associated with Ottoman 
manuscripts. The schematic rendering of the sites evi-
dent in so many images of the Masjid al-Haram at Mecca 
and other sites of pilgrimage has here been taken much 
further, with the architectural complexes of both Mecca 
and Medina pared down to only their most signi!icant el-
ements. The resulting reduction of structure and space to 
a minimalist, almost abstract visual language moves these 
pages closer to manuscript illumination than pictorial 
representation. 

Even the Ka>ba has been transformed from a sol-
id black rectangle – as it appears in most images – to a 
perfectly square black frame outlined in gold and open 
halfway along one side. This square is oriented on the 
diagonal axis and forms the centre of a near-symmetrical 
design, with the four sides of the Ka>ba closely contained 
within a circle (presumably representing the outer edge of 
the mataf, or pavement around the Ka>ba), beyond which 
lie four evenly spaced segmental cartouches containing 
the names of the four main schools of orthodox Sunni 
Islam – Hana!i, Maliki, Sha!i>i and Hanbali – written in 
gold and cradled within four gold crescents. The seven 
minarets of the Masjid al-Haram have been reduced to 
small gold stalks arranged symmetrically around the edge 
of the central !ield, and the minbar that !igures so consist-
ently in images of the sacred enclosure has been almost 
subsumed into the illumination framing the page: only a 
small design of coloured squares in the middle of the left-
hand side indicates its presence.

The image of the Mosque of the Prophet at Medina, 
on the left, has also undergone a process of severe sche-
matisation. Little is left of the standard imagery beyond 
the minbar of the Prophet – as in the Mecca image, this is 
reduced to a grid of coloured squares framed in gold – and 

the tombs of Muhammad, Abu Bakr and >Umar. The plain 
gold frames drawn around the two distinct iconographic 
units of the minbar and the three tombs, to indicate that 
they are contained within separate structures, can also be 
seen on a much earlier North African copy of the Dala<il 
al-khayrat, dated 1638–39 and now held in the Chester 
Beatty library, Dublin (Wright 2009, p. 165). The protrud-
ing semi-circle at the top of the Medina image !ield, which 
represents the mihrab of the Prophet, also appears in the 
Chester Beatty manuscript. A !inal commonality between 
that earlier example and the present manuscript is the in-
clusion of an elaborately illuminated image of the Proph-
et’s sandal in each. 

It seems likely that the artist of the present pages was 
working from a much earlier model of North African pil-
grimage imagery, within a tradition that was so long-es-
tablished that many of its component parts had become 
almost abstracted over time. The earliest illustrated pil-
grimage scrolls, dating from the late twelfth century, show 
an intensely schematic but also sometimes rather densely 
informative approach to the rendering of holy places and 
stations of the Hajj, eventually becoming codi!ied in the 
bound pilgrimage manuals that were produced in the ear-
ly modern period, notably in Ottoman Turkey. However, 
the present manuscript stands as an important reminder 
that the imagery of the sacred sites underwent a variety 
of transformations in different parts of the Islamic world, 
with the sacred topographies of Mecca and Medina sub-
ject to many different visual re-interpretations across time 
and space.

DOUBLE-PAGE COMPOSITION SHOWING MECCA AND MEDINA 3
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Mashhad, Iran; dated Rajab 928/May 1522
Ink, opaque watercolour and gold on paper
90 x 23 cm
AKM 899
Unpublished

4

Although pilgrimage to Mecca for the Hajj is a canoni-
cal requirement for Muslims, pious visitations (ziyarat) to 
other holy sites have also formed a vital aspect of religious 
life in various Islamic cultures, and a means of earning bar-
aka (blessing or grace). The tombs of saints (awliya<) and 
prophets, as well as sites associated with sacred events, be-
came centres of pilgrimage; some medieval travellers seem 
to have journeyed extraordinarily widely in their quest to 
visit these sites (Meri 2004). In particular, Shi>i Islam has 
traditionally placed a strong emphasis on ziyarat to the 
tombs of the Prophet’s family and the other Shi>i imams. 

A very important !igure in the history of the Iranian 
Shi>a is >Ali ibn Musa ibn Ja>far, also known as Imam >Ali 
Riza, the eighth imam of the Twelver Shi>a, who is bur-
ied at Mashhad in northeastern Iran. During the period 
of Safavid rule in Iran (1501–1722) the shrine of Imam >Ali 
Riza became a particularly important focus of veneration. 
As a Shi>i dynasty, the Safavids were vigorous in their 
promotion of the state religion, and pilgrimage to the 
shrine of the Imam >Ali Riza was endorsed by the Safa-
vid sultans. Shah Tahmasp (r. 1524–1576) and Shah >Ab-
bas (r. 1587–1627) both demonstrated their piety through 
imperial pilgrimages, aligning the Safavid state with Shi>i 
practice ever more clearly. In 1601 Shah >Abbas even made 
the long pilgrimage from Isfahan to Mashhad on foot to 
emphasise his personal piety and humility. Ziyarat to the 
tombs of the imams could be an important supplement 
to, and sometimes substitute for, the Hajj to Mecca itself, 
something that is attested in this certi!icate of pilgrimage 
by the naming of Mashhad as ‘the second house of God’ 
(ibid., pp. 140–141).

For the Shi>a, the imams hold intercessional powers 
that can be supplicated most meaningfully at the burial 
place of the imam. Accordingly, a ten-stage sequence of 
rituals was to be undertaken at the shrine by believers 
who wished pray to Imam Riza, and these were recorded 
in the Jami>-i >Abbasi of Shaykh Baha<i (1547–1621). After 
performing ritual washing, putting on clean clothes and 
entering the shrine barefoot, the believer was to stand at 

the foot of the tomb, then sit at the head of the tomb and 
perform the gestures of supplication, return to the foot of 
the tomb to curse the imam’s murderers, prostrate himself 
at the head of the tomb and !inally leave the shrine with-
out turning his back on the tomb, uttering speci!ic prayers 
at each stage of the process (Canby 2009, pp. 91–92). 

The present document certi!ies that a man, whose 
name has been read as Amir Sadr al-Milla wa’l-Dunya 
wa’l-Din Muhammad ibn Sayyid Ahmad ibn Shams al-Din 
Muhammad ibn Sayyid Ghiyath al-Din >Abd al-Sami al-
Husayn al-Misri, performed the pilgrimage to the shrine 
of the Imam Riza at Mashhad in May 1522, and the of!icial 
seal of the shrine has been stamped at the bottom. One 
other certi!icate of pilgrimage to Mashhad is known from 
the early Safavid era. Although it is incomplete and, being 
dated 14 Dhu’l-Hijja 937/29 July 1531, is slightly later than 
this example, the seal of the shrine appears to be the same 
on both certi!icates, and the calligraphic style is closely 
comparable across the two documents: the same exagger-
ated flourish on the word !i (‘in’) can be seen in the !inal 
lines of both pieces (Blair 2008, p. 429). Certi!icates of this 
type would have functioned as important documentation 
of pious undertakings and blessings earned for pilgrims, 
and as such also appear to have been regarded as useful in 
warding off misfortune.

ATTESTATION OF PILGRIMAGE TO THE SHRINE OF  
IM#M >AL $  RIZ#  AT MASHHAD 

AGA_KHAN_BOLUM01.indd   48 31.10.2011   22:03



T
R

E
A

S
U

R
E

S
 O

F
 T

H
E

 A
G

A
 K

H
A

N
 M

U
S

E
U

M

49

AGA_KHAN_BOLUM01.indd   49 31.10.2011   22:03



A
R

C
H

I
T

E
C

T
U

R
E

 I
N

 I
S

L
A

M
I

C
 A

R
T

S

50

Folio 31r from an illustrated manuscript of the Nig!rist!n of A$mad ibn 
Mu$ammad Ghaff!r#
Shiraz, Iran; dated 980 H/1573 CE
Opaque watercolour, ink and  gold on paper
Manuscript: 38.7 x 24.9 x 6.4 cm
AKM 272
Publ: A. Welch 1978b, p. 78 (not ill.); AKTC 2010b, p. 303 (no. 131; binding only)

The Nigaristan, a collection of anecdotes concerning key 
!igures from the early history of Islam, was completed by 
the sometime Qadi (judge) of Qazwin, Ghaffari, in 959 
H/1552 CE – only some twenty years before this copy was 
made. The text was originally dedicated to the second Sa-
favid ruler, Shah Tahmasp I (r. 1524–1576). In addition to 
historical events, the Nigaristan is also concerned with the 
relation of genealogies: the text traces the lineage of the 
Safavid dynasty back through Musa Kazim, the seventh 
imam of the Twelver Shi>a (Newman 2006, p. 30). In the 
tradition of Islamic kingship that connects political legiti-
macy with Messianic claims this was an important line of 
descent for the ruling power. The same lineage also ap-
pears in other Safavid histories, including Ghaffari’s own 
Nusakh-i jahan-ara, and enabled the Safavid rulers to claim 
legitimacy as sayyids, or descendents of the Prophet. As an 
important dynastic text for the Safavid rulers, there are a 
number of other Safavid manuscripts of the Nigaristan in 
existence; however, illustrated versions are less common 
and the forty-four high-quality miniatures in this example 
(see also cat. no. 16) make it a very important copy of this 
manuscript.

The present image of a man beating on the door of the 
Ka>ba is indebted to a pre-existing iconography of Ka>ba 
scenes in miniature paintings found in earlier texts, includ-
ing well-known and often-repeated narrative images from 
the Khamsa of Nizami and the Shahnama of Firdawsi, and 
certain depictions of the ascension (mi>raj) of the Prophet 
(see Simpson 2010). Although this painting is distinct from 
many of those earlier prototypes in its close focus on the 
Ka>ba and lack of surrounding topography, there is an at-
tention to detail that grounds it in reality. The grey stone 
from which the Ka>ba is built, the elevated position of the 
door (in current reality about two metres off the ground, 
and with two ring knockers rather than one), the pres-
ence of the black cloth covering of the Ka>ba (known as 
the kiswa), missing its inscription band (see cat. no. 6) but 
embroidered in gold and lifted to reveal the door, and the 

circular pavement around the Ka>ba, known as the mataf, 
all bespeak close familiarity with visual and textual sourc-
es, or perhaps even an artist who had performed the Hajj 
himself. By this period, the topography of the Ka>ba was 
extremely well known, and had circulated widely in differ-
ent formats. A depiction fairly similar to this one can be 
seen in a mi>raj image from a Shiraz manuscript produced 
c. 1585–90 (Uluç 2000, p. 84). 

If the image was intended to represent the Hajj, one 
would also have expected to see shaved heads and the 
white ritual garment of the pilgrim, indicating the sacred 
state of Ihram, and it can be assumed that this is not what 
was intended. However, various aspects of the practice of 
ritual prayer have been considered: several pilgrims have 
bare feet, indicating their ritual purity, while some pray on 
prayer rugs and veiled women look on from a separate area.

5 PILGRIMS AT THE KA>BA 
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Cairo, late nineteenth or early twentieth century
Black, gold and red silk embroidered with gold and silver thread over padding
850 x 91 cm
AKM 823
Unpublished

The Ka>ba, the cuboidal structure at the centre of the 
Masjid al-Haram in Mecca, is fully draped every year in 
a ritual covering called the kiswa (‘garment’), made up of 
eight panels of black silk. This is traditionally adorned 
with the hizam (‘belt’), which consists of eight horizontal 
panels embroidered with verses from the Qur’an, with 
two sections adorning each side of the Ka>ba and the 
whole forming a continuous band around it, positioned 
about two thirds of the way up the height of the Ka>ba. 
The hizam thus constitutes the most important and vis-
ible decoration of the Ka>ba. Additional decoration of the 
kiswa comes in the form of the curtain for the door of the 
Ka>ba (the burqa>, ‘married woman’s veil’), which is em-
broidered with metal threads and tassels, and the interior 
kiswa which ‘dresses’ the inside of the Ka>ba in coloured 
satin. It has been observed that during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, when the present piece of 
the hizam is thought to have been made, various sources 
refer to the Ka>ba itself as a ‘bride’, a conception that is 
perhaps borne out by the names of the various parts of its 
covering (Young 1993).

From the Mamluk period onwards textiles for the 
Ka>ba were sent annually from Cairo to Mecca: these 
included the kiswa, as well as the hizam, and the burqa> 
for the door. Covers for the tomb of the Prophet and 
graves of the companions of the Prophet at Medina were 
also sent under imperial escort with the Hajj caravan 
from Cairo. The black kiswa that covered the cuboidal 
form of the Ka>ba was thus replaced every year, and the 
fabrics of the previous kiswa were traditionally distrib-
uted between the ruler of Mecca, the gatekeepers of the 
Ka>ba and other important Meccan figures, who cut the 
textiles into fragments and sold them to rich pilgrims 
as souvenirs of the Hajj. By this means a large number 
of fragments of these fabrics now exist in museums 
and private collections, although during the Ottoman 
period some kiswa fabrics and other covers for impor-
tant structures were returned to the Ottoman treasury 
after use, meaning that the Topkapi Palace Museum in 

Istanbul retains a collection of over six hundred of these 
textiles (Ipek 2006, p. 290). 

It is thought that the Ottoman tradition of sending 
textile covers to the sanctuaries at Mecca and Medina be-
gan during the reign of Süleyman I (r. 1520–1566), as the 
earliest extant door curtain and band for the Ka>ba bear 
the name of that sultan. The practice continued until the 
Ottoman Empire lost control of the Hijaz region in the 
early twentieth century. Records from the !irst years of 
the twentieth century state that the kiswa and the mah-
mal (a ceremonial palanquin also sent to Mecca each 
year) were brought out for display in Cairo every year 
on 26 Shawwal, before being taken to the railway station 
for transport to the Hijaz via Suez (Young 1993, p. 289). 
The old kiswa was removed on 25 Dhu’l-Qa>da, and after 
!ifteen days during which the Ka>ba was left uncovered, 
the new covering would be inaugurated on 10 Dhu’l-Hijja 
(Vernoit 1997, pp. 27, 31).

EMBROIDERED PANEL FROM THE %IZ#M OF THE KA>BA 6
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Probably Hijaz; dated 14 Safar 1193/3 March 1778
Ink, opaque watercolour and silver on laid paper
44.5 x 85 cm
AKM 528
Publ: AKTC 2007a, p. 56 (no. 24); AKTC 2007b, p. 52 (no. 24); Makariou 2007, pp. 
204–205 (no. 74); AKTC 2008a, pp. 78–79 (no. 19)

7

Every Muslim is bound to undertake the Hajj – the pil-
grimage to Mecca to perform the prescribed schedule of 
rites during Dhu’l-Hijja, the twelfth month of the Islamic 
calendar – once in his or her lifetime, provided they have 
the means to do so. However, if one is incapable of per-
forming the Hajj for reasons of illness or other incapacity, 
it is possible to designate a representative, who has pre-
viously performed the Hajj for himself, to undertake the 
Hajj on one’s behalf. The accomplishment of this surro-
gate pilgrimage was recorded in a certi!icate to be brought 
back to the incapacitated person, providing them with au-
thentication of their ful!ilment of the Hajj by proxy. The 
rather sprawling Persian inscription on this certi!icate 
states that the Hajj was undertaken by a man called Sayyid 
>Ali Vali on behalf of a woman called Bibi Khanumji, and 
was commissioned by one Nizam >Ali Khan. The seal of 
Sayyid >Ali Vali is given as guarantee of his ful!ilment of 
the Hajj rites, in a state of ritual purity, in the year 1192 
H/December 1777, which is some months earlier than the 
date the certi!icate was signed (Makariou 2007, p. 204).

The representation of the sacred precinct at Mecca 
shown on this certi!icate shares its visual conventions 
with many similar images from the paraphernalia of pil-
grimage. The tradition of using informative topographi-
cal imagery of pilgrimage sites to accompany attestations 
of pilgrimage to Mecca had existed from the late twelfth 
century, with schematic images of the holy stations visited 
along the journey inserted between the lines of text. The 
present image is typical of the illustrative style that was 
fully codi!ied by the sixteenth century and widely used in 
pilgrimage manuals such as the Persian Futuh al-haramayn 
(‘Description of the [two] holy sanctuaries’) by Muhyi Lari, 
completed in 1506 (Milstein 2006). Almost all of the in-
dividual elements are shown in elevation, albeit without 
a consistent ground-line, but the image is arranged as a 
plan. The surrounding riwaqs (arcades) are represented as 
a rectangular frame of domed arches around the whole 
area, oriented towards the Ka>ba and coloured alternately 
in red and black, and the manner in which the repeated 

domes have been depicted has led to the suggestion that 
many of these images were produced by Indian artists 
working in Mecca (see Rogers 2007, p. 203, and cat. no. 
2). The multiple entrances to the sacred precinct, shown 
projecting outwards from the rectangular enclosure, are 
labelled with their names, as are all the key structures; the 
seven minarets are here depicted as identical in appear-
ance (which they would not have been) and shown in el-
evation, leaning into the centre of the sacred space. The 
Ka>ba itself, draped in the kiswa and bounded to the right 
by the low semicircular wall of white marble known as al-
hatim, forms the centre towards which all other elements 
are oriented. 

HAJJ  CERTIFICATE WITH IMAGE OF THE MASJID AL-%AR$M 
AT MECCA 
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Probably Hijaz; eighteenth century
Ink and watercolour on laid paper
61.5 x 85 cm
AKM 529
Publ: AKTC 2007a, pp. 62–63 (no. 31); AKTC 2007b, pp. 58–59 (no. 31); AKTC 2009a, 
pp. 58–59 (no. 26); AKTC 2009b, pp. 58–59 (no. 26); AKTC 2010a, p. 61 (no. 27)

8

Like cat. no. 7, this image is thought to come from a Hajj 
certi!icate of the eighteenth century, presumably executed 
as a souvenir to commemorate the completion of pilgrim-
age to Mecca. Surviving illustrated pilgrimage certi!icates 
from the Islamic world date from the late twelfth and ear-
ly thirteenth centuries onwards, although early examples 
are now rare (see Aksoy – Milstein 2000; Roxburgh 2008). 
Again, the style of draughtsmanship seen in this piece 
has been read as suggestive of an Indian artist, although 
regardless of nationality that artist was most likely work-
ing in or near Mecca, providing an important service for 
proud pilgrims. 

The topographical elements common to all such im-
ages are present and carefully labelled in this painting, 
which may well originally have formed part of a larger 
scroll. The Ka>ba is covered in the ornamented cloth 
known as the kiswa, with the location of the Black Stone 
(al-hajar al-aswad) in the eastern corner (from which 
circumambulation starts) written at the lower left hand 
side, and the waterspout (mizab al-rahma) shown pro-
truding from the upper right-hand corner. Directly be-
low the Ka>ba is the small domed structure known as the 
maqam Ibrahim (containing the footprints of Abraham), 
and to the right of this is the minbar. To the left of the 
maqam Ibrahim and the gate which lies directly below it 
is the Zamzam well, with the well itself shown as a cir-
cle in the lower part of the structure (see Hawting 1980). 
The three other little structures, which project into the 
blue central circle with their bases attached to its outer 
edge, housed the religious leaders of three of the main 
schools of Sunni Islam; the fourth, the Sha!i>i, used the 
Zamzam well building. Although the maqam Ibrahim is 
still there today (if somewhat smaller now than it was in 
the eighteenth century), access to the Zamzam well has 
been moved underground, and the buildings for the four 
schools no longer exist (Wensinck 1978, p. 317). 

In spite of its conformity to type, this image of Mecca 
is perhaps unusual in the emphasis that has been placed 
on the large grey-blue circle that completely encloses 

both the Ka>ba and the surrounding structures: this im-
agery recalls early Islamic maps that show the Ka>ba at 
the very centre of the world, and underscores the !igura-
tive place of the Ka>ba at the heart of Islam (King – Lorch 
1992, pp. 189–200).

HAJJ  CERTIFICATE WITH IMAGE OF THE MASJID AL-%AR$M 
AT MECCA
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Iznik, Turkey; seventeenth century
Glazed fritware with polychrome underglaze painting against white
52 x 32 cm
Inscription: Sura 3 ("l >Imr!n), verses 96–97
AKM 587

Publ: Erdmann 1959, fig. A.1 and p. 194; Geneva 1981 (no. 109); Falk 1985, 
p. 238 (no. 230); Mouliérac 1999, p. 33; AKTC 2007a, p. 57 (no. 25); AKTC 
2007b, p. 52 (no. 25); Makariou 2007, p. 202 (no. 73); AKTC 2008a, p. 80 
(no. 20); AKTC 2008b, p. 2; AKTC 2009a, p. 62 (no. 30); AKTC 2009b, p. 62 
(no. 30); AKTC 2010a, p. 66 (no. 31)

The Ottoman interest in topographical depictions of sa-
cred sites was not restricted to representations on paper. 
Tiles such as this one are commonly referred to as ‘qibla 
tiles’ because they are sometimes found in or around the 
mihrab (an arcuated niche giving the direction of prayer) 
on the orientational qibla wall of religious buildings: the 
image of the sacred precinct at Mecca thus acts as a direct 
symbol of the orientation of all Muslim prayer towards 
the Ka>ba. Single tiles and tile panels of this type were 
produced in signi!icant numbers at the Iznik potteries 
in Ottoman Turkey until the mid-seventeenth century, 
and probably later at Kutahya (Porter 1995, p. 111). It has 
been suggested that such pieces may have been produced 
as luxurious Hajj commemorations for rich individuals in 
Ottoman Turkey (Witkam 2009, p. 27), or for donation to 
religious establishments (Porter 1995, p. 111). The instantly 
recognisable image of the Masjid al-Haram, when used 
in the context of the mihrab to give orientation towards 
Mecca, allows even those who have not performed the 
Hajj to align their prayers towards an imagined Masjid al-
Haram that has been visualised from related images.

In spite of the typically bright Iznik colours of this 
tile, a close relationship to the imagery of pilgrimage 
scrolls (cat. nos 7 and 8) is obvious: the keyhole shape of 
the mataf is emphasised, and the various objects of sig-
ni!icance within the sacred precinct are shown in eleva-
tion and oriented towards the Ka>ba. The Ka>ba itself is 
presented, as in most other images, in its northeastern 
elevation (the side that contains the door), as it would 
appear to one who approaches through the Banu Shay-
ba or Bab al-salam, the arched gateway (in blue on this 
tile) marking the traditional entrance to the mataf. The 
Qur’anic inscription at the top of the tile refers, appropri-
ately enough, to Mecca and the importance of pilgrim-
age: ‘The !irst temple ever built for mankind was that at 
Bakka [Mecca], a blessed site, a beacon for the nations. In 
it there are veritable signs and the spot where Abraham 
stood. Whoever enters it is safe. Pilgrimage to the House 
is a duty to God for all who can make the journey’.

Amongst several examples of such qibla tiles that re-
main in situ, a famous (damaged) example of the type, 
made up of eight tiles and bearing an inscription dating 
it to 1642, remains on the wall to the right of the mihrab 
in the Hagia Sophia, Istanbul (Erdmann 1959, p. 194). Al-
though larger than the present piece, the Hagia Sophia 
tile panel is closely related to this example in both colour-
ing and design. A further example very similar in design 
to this piece but different in colouration, and bearing a 
slightly longer inscription from the same passage of the 
Qur’an, is held in the al-Sabah collection, Kuwait (Jenkins 
1983, p. 122).

TILE WITH IMAGE OF THE MASJID AL-%AR$M  AT MECCA 9
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Illustration from a manuscript of the Chao Jin Tu Ji (‘Record of the Pilgrimage Journey’) 
by Ma Fuchu (Ma Dexin)
China; dated 1861
Woodblock print on ricepaper
Manuscript: 26.3 x 15.2 x 0.3 cm
AKM 681

Publ: AKTC 2007b, pp. 54–55 (no. 29); AKTC 2008a, pp. 84–85 (no. 22); AKTC 2008b, 
no. 26; AKTC 2009a, p. 62 (no. 29); AKTC 2009b, p. 62 (no. 29); AKTC 2010a, p. 64 
(no. 30)

Ma Fuchu (1794–1874), also known as Ma Dexin, is one 
of the most highly regarded Chinese Hui (Muslim) schol-
ars of Sino-Muslim philosophy of the late Qing period 
(1644–1911). His many works achieved a synthesis of Islam 
with neo-Confucionism and are judged to have gone some 
way towards aiding understanding between Chinese Mus-
lims and Han Chinese. Born in Dali, Yunnan province, in 
southwestern China, Ma Fuchu eventually travelled to the 
Arabian Peninsula, where he performed the Hajj, also trav-
elling to Egypt and through the Ottoman Empire before 
returning to China. He is perhaps best known for being 
the !irst scholar to translate the Qur’an into Chinese: he 
reportedly translated the entire text, but only !ive volumes 
of it were saved from a !ire, eventually to be published 
as Baoming zhenjing zhijie (‘A Direct Explanation of the 
Treasure of the Mandate of the True Scripture’) in 1927 
(Spira 2005, p. 19). 

The present text is a pilgrimage narrative of his jour-
ney from China to Mecca, originally written in Arabic and 
later translated into Chinese. The Arabic inscription above 
the image reads ‘Likeness of the Masjid al-Haram and the 
Ka>ba’, and the image itself uses the graphic style of the 
woodblock print together with linear perspective and an 
elevated viewpoint to create a very clear, volumetric il-
lustration, quite different from the other representational 
traditions presented in this section. 

Unlike some other pilgrimage images of the Masjid al-
Haram at Mecca (cat. nos 7 and 8), only three of the vis-
ible doors and none of the smaller structures have been 
labelled in this image, but care has been taken to arrange 
the various elements in the correct placing as they would 
be seen from a !ixed, elevated viewpoint. Interestingly, 
the Zamzam well, the Bab al-salam and the minbar are ar-
ranged in front of the Ka>ba in roughly comparable posi-
tions to those seen on the earlier pilgrimage certi!icates, 
but the maqam Ibrahim (containing the footprints of Ab-
raham) seems to be absent, as does the encircling fence 
that almost surrounds the Ka>ba in the earlier depictions. 
The fence and the maqam Ibrahim are both clearly visible 

in the photographs of the Masjid al-Haram taken by Chris-
tiaan Snouck Hurgronje in 1885 (Pesce 1986, pp. 25–27), so 
rather than being absent from the site, they have possibly 
been omitted to ensure legibility of the image. 

ILLUSTRATION OF THE MASJID AL-%AR$M  AT MECCA 10
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Hjiaz or possibly India; dated 1202 H/1787–88 CE
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper, mounted on cloth backing
918 x 45.5 cm
AKM 917
Unpublished

At over nine metres long, this scroll was certainly de-
signed to be viewed in sections, with the successive to-
pographies of the various stages of the Hajj and other 
sites of pious visitation (ziyarat) being revealed over time 
as the viewer(s) moved from one section to the next. The 
piece appears to have some later additions in the form 
of a talismanic table and symbols, and a calligram of a 
man made up of the names of Muhammad, >Ali and Al-
lah, all of which appear at one end. At the other end, an 
inscription cartouche in cream reserved on black – the 
appearance of which indicates that the artist, like those 
of many other pilgrimage certi!icates and manuals, was 
not a terribly accomplished scribe – gives the date 1202 
H and the name ‘Sayyid Muhammad Chishti’. The same 
cartouche also contains the Shahada (the Muslim profes-
sion of faith), and states that this is a chart or diagram of 
Mecca, Medina, Najaf and Karbala. 

As this would suggest, the scroll goes beyond the ca-
nonical pilgrimage to Mecca to include sites of particu-
lar Shi>i veneration, such as the tomb of Imam Husayn 
at Karbala and the tomb of >Ali at Najaf. In keeping with 
this Shi>i interest, the legendary double-pronged sword of 
>Ali, the dhu’l-faqar, appears in several places: it is shown 
within the tomb of >Ali, but it is also depicted on two flags 
in the Mount Arafat image (probably reflecting its use on 
certain Ottoman flags), and appears in a further guise as 
one of a series of non-topographical symbols framed with-
in arched niches, where it is placed next to the image of a 
Shi>i >alam (a metal standard mounted on a pole for use in 
religious processions) in the shape of a stylised hand. The 
scroll is probably the work of an Indian artist, and must 
have been executed for a Shi>i market.

Although illustrated Hajj certi!icates had been in ex-
istence for many centuries, the imagery and sequence of 
this scroll seems to owe much to the tradition of illus-
trated pilgrimage manuals as they had developed from 
the sixteenth century onwards. The best known of these 
is the Persian text Futuh al-haramayn, completed in 911 
H/1505–6 CE by Muhyi al-Din Lari, which formed the 

locus of an illustrative tradition fuelled by the Hajj in-
dustry of commemorative images sold as souvenirs for 
pilgrims or as records of the successful completion of 
the Hajj by proxy (see cat. no. 7). The initial sequence of 
topographical images on the scroll follows roughly the 
itinerary laid out in the Futuh al-haramayn and related 
texts, and many of the key structures have been labelled 
(see also Milstein 2001).

Starting from the inscriptive cartouche, the viewer is 
led through a garden and arrives at the Arabian port of 
Jedda, where triple-masted ships are at anchor. Continu-
ing past the forti!ied citadel at Jedda and an elaborate 
round structure containing a well, the virtual pilgrim ar-
rives at the Masjid al-Haram in Mecca, where the Ka>ba 
and its attendant structures are labelled. The image in-
cludes six minarets, although a seventh had been built 
by Sultan Süleyman in 1565–66, and it is possible that the 
artist may have been working from a much earlier model 
(Milstein 2006, p. 173). Leaving the Masjid al-Haram, the 
route eventually reaches the pilgrimage encampment at 
Mount Arafat, and then travels on to the Mosque of the 
Prophet at Medina. This was not part of the Hajj, but 
as the second holiest site in Islam many of the faithful 
chose to visit Medina during their pilgrimage to Mecca. 
This also marks the point at which the scroll shifts from 
a sequential description of sites related to the Hajj to a 
wider spectrum of pilgrimage sites and religious imagery. 

Directly below the Medina image comes a represen-
tation of the third holiest Muslim sanctuary, the Haram 
al-Sharif (Noble Sanctuary) in Jerusalem. Interestingly, 
the artist has chosen to depict the Dome of the Rock, 
the spectacular octagonal building that dominates that 
site, as a domed niche almost undifferentiated from 
those around it save for the inclusion of a circular rock 
bearing an image of a footprint. This suggests that not 
only was the artist unfamiliar with the site itself, but in 
this instance he also was not using any of the many pre-
existing pilgrimage images that depict the building as a 
large polygonal structure. 

HAJJ  SCROLL INSCRIBED ‘SAY YID MU%AMMAD CHISHT $ ’ 11
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The next section is unexpectedly otherworldly: 
an image in the same style as the topographical images 
seems to show the ‘straight path’ (al-sirat al-mustaqim) 
of the good Muslim, on one side of which are the eight 
entrances to Paradise, while on the other are seven hells. 
Below this are more pilgrimage sites, including the tomb 
of Abdullah ibn >Abbas, a companion of the Prophet 
buried at Ta>if, near Mecca, while the last topographical 
sections of the scroll show the shrines at Karbala and Na-
jaf. The whole construction represents an astonishingly 
rich record of pilgrimage practice and Shi>i devotional 
imagery in the late eighteenth century, and will certainly 
reward further study.
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